Abstract
Introduction
The Formative Assessment in Science Teaching (FAST) project was funded by HEFCE via the Fund for the Development of Teaching and Learning (FDTL). The project, which formally ended in summer 2006, was concerned with the way assessment affects student learning. It was not about measuring learning but about supporting learning. The key feature of FAST was the combination of a strong conceptual analysis and a very practical and 'down-to-earth' engagement with the reality of teaching and learning. FAST's work is documented in a Web based report that will appear in autumn 2006 and in many publications.
The FAST approach to improving assessment relied on a conceptual framework of eleven conditions under which assessment supports learning 1 . These conditions were drafted using a combination of theoretical arguments and observations of effective practice. They highlight the importance of student engagement and feedback. (see Table  1 ).
Armed with this framework, the project adopted an action research approach. We worked with nearly 30 project leaders who had responsibility for teaching specific science modules. In each case, the project leader analysed the way they assess the module against the criteria for the assessment to support learning, and identified possible beneficial changes. In many cases, they implemented and evaluated the effects of these changes, thus closing the quality improvement circle. This process was aided by using investigative tools developed by FAST, including:
• an Assessment Experience Questionnaire that generates information about student perceptions of assessment, • a Perceptions of Feedback Questionnaire, • a Written Feedback Coding Tool that helps the teacher to identify the sort of feedback that is being given, • a number of structured interview templates.
All of these tools have been used in several projects and are available on the present website at www.open.ac.uk/science/fdtl/.
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Stephen Table 1 ).
Self-audit works
The project has demonstrated repeatedly the value of a process of self-audit of teaching practice within a theoretically and empirically valid framework. Even the most experienced teacher can pursue a strategy that is well executed but misguided. For example, my own institution is very fortunate in having a large group of Associate Lecturers who mark and provide feedback on written assignments. The quality of this feedback is widely recognised. However, its value is hugely diminished if we don't set assignments that allow the student to respond to the feedback (Condition 11) and if the feedback is late in arriving (Condition 6). Too often this has been the case.
Many other examples of such blindness have been uncovered by the FAST projects. 
Students must understand the guidance we offer

Feedback must feed forward
Too often, we draft feedback that is aimed at justifying the marks we have awarded rather than guiding future learning. In many cases too, we focus on content rather than skills. The result tends to be that feedback is valued but is not valuable in that it is not acted upon. There are many tactics that can be used to overcome this. We can learn how to focus the feedback and make it feedforward. We can decouple marks and feedback (Condition 7) so that the student must attend to the feedback in order to evaluate their success. Perhaps most crucially, we can prepare assessment tasks that scaffold learning with the feedback from one task feeding into future tasks.
Self and peer assessment are under-used
Perhaps the most striking gains have been achieved by teachers who have introduced robust mechanisms for self and peer assessment. The latter is particularly interesting. Peer assessment requires students to think about the performance criteria and, through their grading of their peer's work, to focus again on the material covered (Criteria 3 and 4). Very pertinently, it allows students to receive additional feedback without the teacher having to do more work or, where it substitutes for teacher marking, less work. Although peer assessment is by no means new, it is controversial with both students and staff. Some students object and assert that the marking will be inaccurate and that 'marking is your job'. Such objections can be dealt with by introducing it carefully with a fully explained rationale and by including appeal mechanisms. A useful introduction to self and peer assessment has been published by the Higher Education Academy Centre for Biosciences 2 .
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Engagement Feedback
1. Assessed tasks capture sufficient student time and effort. 2. These tasks distribute student effort evenly across topics and weeks. 3. These tasks engage students in productive learning activity. 4. Assessment communicates clear and high expectations to students.
5. Sufficient feedback is provided, both often enough and in enough detail. 6. The feedback is provided quickly enough to be useful to students. 7. Feedback focuses on learning rather than on marks or the students themselves. 8. Feedback is linked to the purpose of the assignment and to criteria. 9. Feedback is understandable to students, given their sophistication. 10. Feedback is received by students and attended to. 11. Feedback is acted upon by students to improve their work or their learning. 
